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The United States Air Force vision and direction

for the future is:

“Air Force people building the world’s most 

respected air and space force…global 

power and reach for America.”

We must understand that our installations and

facilities are the foundation upon which our 

flying mission capability is based. Installation

excellence is essential to maintaining excellence

in our flying missions.

Achieving Design Excellence states the doctrines

and principles which are integral to our vision for

the Air Force. Planning and design are the essen-

tial foundation to achieving installation and facility

excellence. Decisions made during the planning

and design processes have long range effects —

often 50 or more years. It is essential these deci-

sions ensure prudent use of our resources to

provide Air Force people excellent environments

in which to work, live, play, worship and serve.

GARY M. ERICKSON, P.E.
Director
Air Force Center for Environmental Excellence

The mind is a strange

machine which can

combine the materials

offered to it in the most

astonishing ways. 

— BERTRAND RUSSELL

The projection of United States air power around the

globe requires bases with facilities, infrastructure

and environments of the highest quality.  The Air

Force goal in all elements of base planning and

design is excellence.

This goal requires a clear, comprehensive vision to

ensure each project, regardless of type or scale,

contributes to the total base environment.

It requires partnerships and the commitment of 

all who influence or control the process.  

Design excellence must be initiated from the top.

Success requires decision makers to actively

encourage, and accept nothing less than, the very

best in planning, site development, architecture

and interior design.

This publication advocates design excellence by

commanders, managers, planners, programmers

and designers.



THE EARLY DAYS

OF BASE DESIGN PROVIDE

A BENCHMARK OF QUALITY.

THE EXPANSIVE VISION IN PLAN-

NING, THOUGHTFULNESS FOR

LIFESTYLE, CARE FOR DETAIL,

RESPONSE TO ENVIRONMENTAL

CONDITIONS AND SENSITIVE

MATERIAL SELECTIONS WHICH

THEY EXHIBIT ARE AS IMPORTANT

TODAY AS THEY WERE THEN.

…history is philosophy learned from examples.
—Thucydides

SOUTH PORCH OF

OFFICER’S CLUB,
GRAND CENTRAL

AIR TERMINAL

GLENDALE, CA
1933

GRAND CENTRAL

AIR TERMINAL

GLENDALE, CA

AIR FORCE ACADEMY, CO

SOUTH ENTRANCE TO OFFICER’S CLUB

RANDOLPH AFB,TX
1936

Mobilization for World War II caused a surge of construc-

tion which left a huge legacy of buildings. Though never

intended as permanent, many are still in use. Subsequent

military buildups created other building waves; excellence

of design was not an apparent concern. There were

exceptions, of course. The Air Force Academy remains 

a masterpiece, heroic and military in its planning concepts,

and one of the nation’s very finest architectural composi-

tions. This is design at its best.

The last decade brought an increased awareness of the

value of design and a number of design achievements. The

Air Force has provided the leadership in environmental 

concerns and has become the leader in architectural design.

Today, new realities affect design, presenting great challenges

but also great opportunities. Retaining a skilled force, trained

at great expense, requires greater care for the physical envi-

ronment. Our efforts must be directed to making our bases

places where Air Force personnel and their families find 

satisfaction in working, learning and living. They must be

places where people want to be.GENERAL DYNAMICS F-16S



—William Van Horne

T ITS BEST,

UNITED STATES AIR FORCE

HARDWARE ILLUSTRATES

ABSOLUTE DESIGN

EXCELLENCE.

At this outer limit of technology, physi-

cal laws dictate virtually every design

decision, and the aircraft designer has

only a limited opportunity to influence

these awesomely beautiful forms.

Excellence in architectural, interior and

site design is achieved the same way,

but with much more room for indivi-

dual creative contributions. Functional

requirements must still be met.

Compliance with all codes and regula-

tions must be achieved. While this

requires skill, the designs which result

may only be adequate.

Exceptional design depends on the

vision of the managers, the skill of the

designers and the amount of effort all

are willing to expend. Utilizing design

professionals with proven records of

quality design enhances the probability

of success. Design excellence requires

commitment and exceptional effort

on the part of all involved.

Our expectation is design excellence.

A

ow, and nothing too big to attempt.Nothing is too small to kn



AIR FORCE DESIGN

MUST SATISFY THE

REQUIREMENTS OF

OUR MILITARY MISSION

AND OUR PEOPLE.  

AIR FORCE BASES ARE

HOME; THE SECURITY

OF HOME IS IMPOR-

TANT TO DEPLOYED

PERSONNEL AND THEIR

FAMILIES.

Buildings should be good neighbors.
—Paul Thiry

AIR FORCE SENIOR

NONCOMMISSIONED OFFICER

STUDENT DORMITORY

MAXWELL AFB,AL

Design is personal. People you know

and work with will drive the streets

you lay out, walk the pathways you 

put down, enjoy the shade of the 

trees you plant, work and learn in the 

buildings you design and live in the

dormitories and houses you plan.

People respond to good design. It

instills pride of ownership. Pride of

ownership increases pride in service.

The pages which follow offer some

ideas on achieving and sustaining 

this pride.



THE GENERAL PLAN PROVIDES THE

UNDERLYING STRUCTURE FOR BASE

DEVELOPMENT.

WHETHER SEEN FROM AN AIRPLANE

OR A PEDESTRIAN’S STROLL, A

COHERENT PLAN CREATES STRUCTURE

AND UNITY.

A STRONG PLAN FOSTERS A SENSE

OF ARRIVAL, IDENTITY, ORIENTATION,

AND COMPLETENESS.

YOUR PLAN SHOULD IMPART A

PERCEIVABLE SENSE OF BASE-WIDE

ORDER.

Pl
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PLANNING VISUALIZES A BETTER FUTURE.

COMPREHENSIVE PLANNING BALANCES LAND USE,

TRANSPORTATION, OPERATIONS, SAFETY, SECURITY,

ENVIRONMENT, URBAN DESIGN AND QUALITY OF LIFE

TO DEFINE FUTURE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT.

RANDOLPH AFB,TX

RANDOLPH AFB,TX

HE GENERAL PLAN

NEEDS A UNIFYING ELEMENT,

AN ORGANIZING PRINCIPLE.

WITHOUT THIS SOUL, 

A PLAN MAY BE NO MORE THAN

A GROUP OF BUILDINGS.

THE UNIFYING ELEMENT may be 

an open space, an important avenue,

a strong pattern of streets or a natural

feature of the site. Important buildings 

or monuments, as focal points, can 

reinforce this unifying element.

SIMPLICITY is a quality of the best plans.

Strong and simple plans are most easily

perceived.

GROUPING LIKE USES has many 

benefits. Sharing of common facilities 

and improved environmental quality 

are but two. Convenience, efficiency 

and increased productivity are others.

INCREASED DENSITY reduces infra-

structure costs, encourages pedestrian

activity, reduces fuel consumption and

has a positive environmental impact.

CLUSTERING new buildings and in-filling

formless open spaces are logical ways to

increase density, create a more human-scale

environment and strengthen your plan.

T

—George Sand

PIERRE CHARLES L’ENFANT’S DESIGN

FOR FEDERALIST BANQUET.
MANHATTAN, 1788

RANDOLPH AFB,TX

essence of the great, the true and the beautiful in art.Simplicity is the



MINIMIZE CONFLICT.

Separate vehicular traffic from other

traffic and minimize their crossing

points.

PROMOTE PEDESTRIAN ACTIVITY.

Encourage walking with handsome 

walkways, well-placed lighting, attractive

landscaping and seating areas, all shaded

from sun, sheltered from wind and 

taking advantage of your best views.

CAMOUFLAGE PARKING. Clustered

parking minimizes the visual impact 

on the overall base development.

Island and perimeter planting mod-

erate seas of asphalt and shiny

chrome. Parking lots are not desir-

able front yards; plan so views are 

to landscaped areas.

The 

General 

Plan should 

Our life is frittered away by detail…Simplify, simplify.
—Henry David Thoreau

—Christopher Marlowe

DETAIL OF PIERRE CHARLES L’ENFANT’S
PLAN FOR WASHINGTON, D.C.

OUR SOULS, 

WHOSE FACULTIES

CAN COMPREHEND

THE WONDROUS

ARCHITECTURE OF

THE WORLD.

BASE PLAN

LACKLAND AFB,TX

RANDOLPH AFB,TX

IF YOU FIND EXISTING

ELEMENTS IN CONFLICT

WITH THE COMPREHEN-

SIVE PLAN, CONSIDER

ERASURE. ELIMINATING

INAPPROPRIATE SITE

ELEMENTS, UNNECESSARY

STREETS AND MINOR

BUILDINGS OR FACILITIES

CAN STRENGTHEN YOUR

PLAN.



ITE DESIGN INTEGRATES

OUTDOOR ELEMENTS WITH

BUILDINGS TO CREATE

A UNIFIED DEVELOPMENT.

It can also, on its own, make a design

statement so powerful that it mitigates

past architectural misjudgments.

GOOD SIGNAGE is easily compre-

hended, changeable and maintained.

It contributes to the base image.

Continuity is achieved with consistent

graphics, materials and color.

OUTDOOR SPACES are given form by

site design. It utilizes buildings, streets,

walkways and landscape features to

achieve definition.

BUILDINGS help to define outdoor

spaces just as partitions define rooms

and exterior walls define buildings.

Some of the same elements which pro-

vide definition also contribute to creat-

ing the proper scale and character of

outdoor spaces. Formal patterns —

straight lines, classical shapes — fit 

formal areas — like parade grounds 

and headquarters. Recreational and 

residential areas are more relaxed,

suggesting patterns found in nature —

flowing, curving lines and more softly

defined spaces.

S

YOU ARE DESIGNING FOR THE FUTURE. NOT 10 OR 20 YEARS,

BUT 50 OR MORE. CHOICES BECOME MOST IMPORTANT;

ACHIEVING DESIGN WITH TIMELESS QUALITY, THE GOAL. 

THE PLAN WILL NOT BE COMPLETE FOR MANY YEARS. EACH

STEP MAY BE SMALL, BUT EACH IS CRITICAL TO FINAL REAL-

IZATION OF THE GRAND PLAN.  

SITE DESIGN FOR YOUR BASE ENCOMPASSES

PLANTING; ROADS, PARKING AREAS AND

SIDEWALKS; WALLS, FENCES, GATES; 

RECREATIONAL AREAS; LIGHTING AND

OTHER AMENITIES THAT MAKE BEING

THERE MORE ENJOYABLE.

Where there is no vision, the people perish.
—Proverbs 29:18

WAY-FINDING

GRAPHICS START AT

THE FRONT GATE OR

ON THE FLIGHTLINE

AND ENCOMPASS THE

ENTIRE BASE. A 

VISITOR SHOULD BE

ABLE TO EASILY FIND

THE WAY TO ANY

PLACE ON BASE. 

sit
e

SITE DEVELOPMENT EMPLOYS DESIGN IN SOLVING

THE UNIQUE AND VARIED CHALLENGES OF OUR

INTERFACE WITH NATURE. IT FOCUSES ON HUMAN

NEEDS AND AESTHETIC QUALITIES WHICH ARE

COMPATIBLE WITH RESPONSIBLE STEWARDSHIP

OF NATURE’S RESOURCES.

AIR FORCE SPACE COMMAND

HEADQUARTERS

PETERSEN AFB. CO

VANDENBERG AFB, CA

AIR FORCE SPACE COMMAND

HEADQUARTERS ENTRANCE

PETERSEN AFB, CO



HIDDEN POWER. Plan for

underground utilities; however, when

above-ground utilities cannot be

avoided, route them to minimize their

visual impact.

ILLUMINATION. Light for safety and

security and aesthetics, using fixtures

which direct light where it is needed.

FOCUS . Continuity of materials 

provides coherence in site design.

Consistent use of species of trees,

shrubs and ground cover; sidewalk

paving materials; lighting standards;

benches, bus shelters and trash recep-

tacles will assure a sense of base-wide

comprehensive design.

MINIMAL CLUTTER . Minimize 

service elements mounted at-grade;

incorporate them into buildings 

wherever possible. Painting service 

elements in a background color or

screening them with well-scaled 

planting is usually sufficient. Built 

screens can be as visually intrusive 

as the element being screened.

The Site Plan

should have

PEOPLE LIKE TREES. THEY

SIGNIFY PERMANENCE AND

TRANQUILITY. TREES PROVIDE

SHADE FOR PEDESTRIANS,

REDUCE SOLAR GAIN IN BUILD-

INGS AND BLOCK WINDS IN

HARSH CLIMATES. MASSED,

THEY ABATE NOISE AND DEFINE

OUTDOOR SPACES. THEY MITI-

GATE THE EXPANSE OF LARGE

PARKING AREAS AND CAN MASK

UNDESIRABLE FEATURES OF THE

SITE OR BUILDINGS. FORMALLY

ARRANGED, THEY EVOKE A

SENSE OF ORDER AND DIGNITY. 

CASUALLY PLACED, THEY

PROVIDE A PARK-LIKE ATMOS-

PHERE. BUT TREES DON’T LIVE

FOREVER. INTERPLANTING

YOUNGER NATIVE OR ADAPTED

SPECIES ENSURES CONTINUITY

OF MATURE DEVELOPMENT IN

THE YEARS TO COME.

REMEMBER, SOME ELEMENTS OF

DESIGN SIMPLY APPEAL TO PEOPLE

MORE THAN OTHERS. THEY HAVE

QUALITIES WHICH PEOPLE CAN

RELATE TO: PATTERNS IN PAVING

MATERIALS TO BREAK UP LARGE

EXPANSES; VARIETY OF TEXTURES

IN PLANT MATERIALS AND PAVING;

SCALE IN LIGHTING FIXTURES AND

OTHER AMENITIES; MATERIALS

WHICH ARE PLEASANT TO TOUCH;

COLORS WHICH ARE MELLOW AND

NATURAL AND SMALL SOUNDS LIKE

THE BUBBLING OF A FOUNTAIN.

RECREATION STRUCTURE

NEW BOSTON AF STATION, NH



LOCATION. Look around. Study your

place. Then design for compatibility.

Some architectural elements have a

regional appeal. This usually doesn’t 

travel well. When removed from the

original context, design elements 

frequently do not work.

MATERIALS. Every material has some

distinctive characteristics which can be

used to design advantage. Capitalizing

on these unique qualities reinforces the

architectural concept. Native materials

are the logical, and often best, choice.

They belong to the place and are 

readily available. Materials appropriate

for the Air Force connote permanence

and dignity.

CONTINUITY. Buildings of widely 

varying uses can form a coherent archi-

tectural composition if the designs are

compatible in some of the elements of

material, scale, texture, pattern and color.

These are among the strongest tools 

available to the designer for achieving

architectural continuity.

Continuity in overall height brings unity 

to any architectural grouping. A single

structure of a height greatly different

from its neighbors dilutes the goal of a

strong comprehensive plan — unless this

structure is intended to be a focal point.

Society needs a good

image of itself. That is

the job of the architect.

YOU BEGIN WITH A BLANK SHEET. YOUR TASK IS TO

CREATE, FROM THE PROGRAM OF REQUIREMENTS, WITHIN

THE RESOURCES AVAILABLE, SOMETHING THAT WORKS

AND MORE — SOMETHING CALLED ARCHITECTURE.

YOU ARE CREATING FOR THE FUTURE,PERHAPS DRAWING

ON THE PAST. YOU CONCEIVE AN ORIGINAL FORM, OR A

NEW INTERPRETATION OF A TRADITIONAL ONE. ORIGINAL

OR INTERPRETATION, YOU SEE IT IN A NEW WAY,

AND WHEN YOUR VISION IS REALIZED, WE SEE IT TOO.

—Walter Gropius

CLIMATE MATTERS. In wet, warm climates,

broad overhangs provide shade and shelter 

from the rain. In northern climates, comfort 

and energy costs suggest special fenestration.

Ar
ch
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FACILITY DESIGN IS THE CREATION OF PHYSICAL

ENVIRONMENTS WHICH SUPPORT THE MISSION. 

IT MUST RESPECT THE GENERAL PLAN, POSITIVELY

PORTRAY THE UNITED STATES AIR FORCE AND

UPLIFT AND INSPIRE THE PEOPLE WHO LIVE AND

WORK THERE.

RENDERING OF WILLIAM THORNTON’S
ORIGINAL DESIGN FOR CAPITOL BUILDING

GABLE DETAIL

LANGLEY AFB,VA
GABLE DETAIL

F E WARREN AFB,WY
BUILDING DETAIL

VANDENBERG AFB, CA

RECREATION PAVILION

ELMENDORF AFB,AK



ENVIRONMENT. THE AIR FORCE

CAN SEIZE THE INITIATIVE IN

THIS AREA OF INCREASING

PUBLIC CONCERN. PRODUCTS

MADE FROM RECLAIMED MATERIALS ARE INCREASINGLY

AVAILABLE. WHEN BUILDING FOR FIFTY YEARS, ECOLO-

GICALLY SOUND MATERIAL SELECTIONS ARE CRITICAL.

NOISE. WHEN SPACES ARE LOCATED IN CLOSE PROXIMITY

TO AIRCRAFT OPERATIONS, SPECIAL CONSTRUCTION IS

ESSENTIAL TO ACHIEVE ACCEPTABLE INTERIOR NOISE

LEVELS. ROOM-TO-ROOM NOISE IN MIXED-USE BUILDINGS

SHOULD BE ADDRESSED DURING DESIGN. 

NATURAL LIGHT AND VENTILATION.

Everybody wants a window. People feel

and work better with natural light. Plan

buildings so that intermittent-use and

support functions are located to the

interior. Save areas with windows for

work and living. Everybody also likes 

to open a win-

dow. It gives a

sense of con-

trol over one’s

environments,

and, like light,

improves perfor-

mance. Natural 

light and ventilation yield energy savings.

BUILDING RE-USE. Buildings rarely 

wear out; only people’s attitudes about

them. Renovation is environmentally 

responsible, conserving both resources

and energy. Historic structures are part

of the Air Force heritage.

Many existing buildings have served more

than one function over their useful lives.

New buildings will as well. It is difficult 

to predict mission changes or living 

patterns far into the future. Adaptable,

univeral designs should be a goal. Simple

floor plan configurations and structural

systems are generally more flexible for

adaptive use.

Architecture is,

in general,

frozen music.
—Friedrich Von Schelling

MEDICAL CENTER

TRAVIS AFB, CA

MICROELECTRONICS LABORATORY

HANSCOM AIR FORCE BASE, MA

LOGISTICAL SYSTEMS

OPERATION CENTER

WRIGHT-PATTERSON AFB, OH



THE FINISHING

TOUCHES ARE

YOURS. THE

FIRST, AND

OFTEN LAST,

IMPRESSION,

THE FEEL OF

THE PLACE —

ALL REQUIRE

YOUR VERY

BEST.

SPACE PLANNING. Orderly layouts are

visually more appealing and more adapt-

able to change. Design the interior with

clear circulation patterns and a layout

which is easily perceived.

MATERIAL. Material selections establish the

character of the space. Metal, glass, wood,

fabric, plastics in profusion are yours to choose,

but respect the integrity of the material.

COLOR. Color has enormous impact

upon people. Your task is to increase the

psychological well-being of the user.

STYLE. Go for an enduring style. Materials

which will be changed periodically are logical

places for a play of color; permanent mate-

rials, the place for safer neutrals.

TEXTURE. Texture has its own psychology.

Soft, warm and inviting to touch are right for

some situations; cool, smooth and shiny may

be best for others; while coarse and rugged

are right for still others.

PATTERN. Pattern selections can reinforce

color choices. Bold, subtle, free-flowing or

tightly geometric patterns can all be used 

to good effect, but with careful considera-

tion for scale.

SOUND. Ceiling, wall, floor and panel sur-

face materials should all be chosen to create

the ambient noise level desired — from

acoustically-lively lobbies to the quietest of

work spaces.

And life is color and

warmth and light.
—Julian Grenfell

AS WITH OUTDOOR

GRAPHICS, COHERENT,

ADAPTABLE INTERIOR

GRAPHICS SYSTEMS ARE

IMPORTANT TO BUILDING

OCCUPANTS AND VISITORS

ALIKE. INTEGRATED INTO

THE DESIGN, THEY BECOME

STRONG ELEMENTS

OF CONTINUITY.

Int
er
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INTERIORS INVOLVE DESIGN ON THE MOST PERSONAL

SCALE. USING SPACE, MATERIAL, LIGHT, COLOR,

TEXTURE AND PATTERN, THE DESIGNER CREATES

PLACES WHICH FOSTER INCREASED PRODUCTIVITY,

ORIGINAL THOUGHT AND A GENERAL SENSE OF

COMMUNITY AND WELL-BEING.

INTERIOR OFFICE

AIR FORCE ACADEMY, CO

NCO CLUB

MCCHORD AFB,WA



FLEXIBILITY OF FURNITURE.

Thoughtfully designed, flexible and well con-

structed furniture and systems are more

adaptable, last longer and look better.

Superior design returns great dividends at

nominal additional cost.

ERGONOMICS. For some elements of 

furniture — particularly task seating — only

the very best should be considered. Good

seating costs more to research, design and

build, but is worth the investment in terms

of productivity and the continued well-being

of the work force.

Desks, work surfaces and

computer stations should

also be selected for the

benefits which accrue from

their proven ergonomic

design and long-term value.

AREAS FOR PERSONAL

INTERACTION. Common areas are very

important to the well-being of building users;

plan them as carefully as work and living

spaces.

Contributions to our mission are not all made

from a work station. The forum for new

ideas is often seemingly casual interaction

among our people. Design areas of interac-

tion to encourage this activity.

The interior

designer must

consider

PERSONALIZATION OF SPACE.

PEOPLE FEEL A BASIC NEED

TO PERSONALIZE THEIR WORK

AND LIVING SPACES. IN LIVING

SPACES GREAT LATITUDE IS

POSSIBLE. IN WORK AREAS

A BALANCE MUST BE STRUCK

BETWEEN THIS NEED AND A

SENSE OF THE PROPER ORDER.

Simply, but with such style.
—Horace

MILITARY MEMORABILIA AS ART.

FLAGS, MEDALS, PHOTOGRAPHS, 

UNIFORMS, INSIGNIA, SMALL HISTORIC

PIECES OF EQUIPMENT ARE AVAILABLE

POSSIBILITIES. MOUNTED AND

DISPLAYED SO THAT THEY ARE

INTEGRAL TO THE INTERIOR DESIGN,

THEY MAKE INTERIOR SPACES

UNIQUELY AIR FORCE.

SAC EXHIBIT DETAIL

OFFUTT AFB, NB

CONFERENCE CENTER

ANDREWS AFB, MD
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What is our praise 

or pride but to 

imagine excellence,

and try to make it?

—Richard Wilbur


